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S H A R O N  W H I T E H I L L  
O n  T a k i n g  B a c k  A  C h i l d h o o d  A u t h o r  
N o  o n e  a t  G r a n d  V a l l e y ,  a s  f a r  a s  I  k n o w ,  t e a c h e s  M a r y  O ' H a r a ' s  b o o k s ,  b u t  i f  M y  
F r i e n d  F l i c k a ,  T h u n d e r h e a d ,  a n d  G r e e n  G r a s s  o f  W y o m i n g  w e r e  t o  b e  d i s a s s o c i a t e d  f r o m  
t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s  a n d  r e q u i r e d  f o r  a n y  c o l l e g e  c o u r s e ,  i t  w o u l d  s u r e l y  b e  f o r  E n g -
l i s h  3 0 9 :  C h i l d r e n ' s  L i t e r a t u r e .  B u t  u n t i l  I  w a s  a s s i g n e d  t o  t e a c h  t h a t  c o u r s e  m y s e l f  
s i x  o r  s e v e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  I  n e v e r  t h o u g h t  o f  t e a c h i n g  M a r y  O ' H a r a  e i t h e r .  T h e n  i t  o c c u r r e d  
t o  m e  t h a t  h e r  t h r e e  n o v e l s ,  b e i n g  h o r s e  b o o k s ,  m i g h t  f i t  n i c e l y  i n t o  t h e  A n i m a l - S t o r i e s  
s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  c o u r s e .  Y e s ;  w h y  n o t ?  A f t e r  a l l ,  I ' d  l o v e d  t h e m  a s  a  k i d  m y s e l f :  t e n  d a y s  
i n t o  t h e  d o u b l e - v o l u m e  g i f t  s e t  I  r e c e i v e d  f o r  m y  t h i r t e e n t h  b i r t h d a y ,  I  w r o t e  o n  t h e  
i n s i d e  f r o n t  c o v e r  o f  T h u n d e r h e a d ,  " I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  b o o k  a n d  M y  F r i e n d  F l i c k a  a r e  
t h e  b e s t  b o o k s  I  h a v e  e v e r  r e a d .  T h e y  a r e  s o  t r u e  t o  l i f e .  - S . W .  J u l y  3 1 ,  1 9 5 1 : '  A f t e r  
t h a t  I  r e a d  t h e m  s o  o f t e n  t h a t  t o  t h i s  d a y  I  c a n  r e c i t e  t h e  o p e n i n g  p a r a g r a p h s  b y  h e a r t .  
A n d  s o  I  r e r e a d  t h e m .  I  a p p r o a c h e d  t h e  t a s k  w i t h  s o m e  t r e p i d a t i o n :  w e ' v e  a l l  h a d  
t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  r e t u r n i n g  t o  s o m e  b e l o v e d  c h i l d h o o d  b o o k  o r  f i l m  o r  l o c a l e  o n l y  
t o  f i n d  t h a t  t h r o u g h  o u r  a d u l t  e y e s  i t  i s  c h e a p  a n d  f o o l i s h .  B u t  i m a g i n e  m y  a m a z e -
m e n t  w h e n  I  d i s c o v e r e d  t h a t  n o t  o n l y  w e r e  O ' H a r a ' s  n o v e l s  e v e r y  b i t  a s  w o n d e r f u l  
a s  I ' d  r e m e m b e r e d ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  n o t  e x c l u s i v e l y  h o r s e  b o o k s ,  o r  c h i l d r e n ' s  b o o k s ,  
a t  a l l .  O h ,  t h e y ' r e  " a b o u t "  h o r s e s ,  a l l  r i g h t  - a n d  m a n y  c h i l d r e n  h a v e  l o v e d  t h e m .  
B u t  t h e i r  m a i n  i n t e r e s t  i s  h u m a n  i n t e r e s t ,  a n d  t h e i r  p r i m a r y  t h e m e  i s  h u m a n  l o v e .  
F u r t h e r ,  t h a t  t h e m e  c o m e s  t o  u s  i n  g u i s e s  ( a n d  o f t e n  t h r o u g h  a d u l t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s )  t o o  
c o m p l e x  f o r  c h i l d r e n  t o  g r a s p  f u l l y .  O ' H a r a  m a y  u s e  a  b o y  a n d  h i s  h o r s e  a s  p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  
b u t  h e r  p e r s p e c t i v e  - e v e n  w h e n  s h e  i s  i n  t h e  m i n d  o f  t h a t  b o y  - i s  a d u l t .  
N o r  i s  s h e  a  s e n t i m e n t a l i s t ,  a s  m a n y  w r i t e r s  o f  a n i m a l  s t o r i e s  t e n d  t o  b e ,  a n d  a s  
s o m e  r e v i e w e r s  h a v e  c h a r g e d .  
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I n d e e d ,  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  h o l l o w n e s s  o f  s e n -
t i m e n t a l i t y  a n d  t h e  t r u t h  o f  f e e l i n g  - g e n u i n e  f e e l i n g  - w a s  a  m o r a l  a s  w e l l  a s  a n  
a e s t h e t i c  i s s u e  f o r  h e r ,  f o r  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  a b i d e  f a l s e h o o d  i n  a n y  f o r m .  " I  a b h o r  s e n -
t i m e n t a l i t y ; '  s h e  d e c l a r e s  f i r m l y ,  " b u t  I  n e v e r  c e a s e  t o  m a r v e l  a t  t h e  m i r a c l e s  l o v e  c a n  
p e r f o r m : '
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T h i s  i s  h e r  m o s t  c o m p e l l i n g  a n d  p e r s i s t e n t  t h e m e .  H e r  b e l i e f  i n  " t h e  m i r a -
c l e s  l o v e  c a n  p e r f o r m "  - a  b e l i e f  g r o u n d e d  n o t  i n  s h a l l o w  s e n t i m e n t  b u t  i n  t r i e d  a n d  
t e s t e d  c o n v i c t i o n  - s p a n s  h e r  l i f e  a s  a n  a r t i s t  a n d  a s  a  w o m a n .  I t  i s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  
e v e r y t h i n g  s h e  w r i t e s .  
21 
Claiming as I do that Mary O'Hara deserves to be read, I will be quoting at greater 
length in this essay than usual. I want her storytelling ability - indeed, her very words 
- to stand for themselves. 
Her first novel, My Friend Flicka, is a love story as tender as any I know, and ten-
year-old Ken McLaughlin, his face "beautiful with the young look of wildness and 
freedom, and his dark blue dreaming eyes;'4 is a hero at once gentle and passionate. 
His beloved is a golden filly he has chosen over all the other colts on his father's 
ranch. On the day he first becomes aware of her, a kind of recognition passes between 
them in the time-honored tradition of love at first sight: 
The filly fled past Ken. He saw frightened eyes in a tangle of streaming hair and 
slim legs, and a pang went through him. For a fraction of a second she had looked 
at him, and it was like an appeal. (MFF Ch. 13) 
Ken's heart pounds. In that split second he knows his choice has been made. 
Rocket's colt - a yearling, a filly - and his own. He hadn't had to choose one 
after all. She had just come to him. His own because of that second's cry for 
help that had come from her eyes to his; his own because of her wild beauty 
and speed; his own because his heart burned within him at the sight and thought 
of her; his own because - well, just his own. (MFF Ch. 13) 
This is unabashedly the language not of sentimentality but of romance, of awakening 
into love: 
No dream he had ever had, no imagination of adventure or triumph could touch 
this moment. He felt as if he had burst out of his old self and was something 
entirely new - and that the world had burst into something new too. So this 
was it - this was what being alive meant - Oh, my filly, my filly, my beautiful. 
(MFF Ch. 13) 
Later, as lovers will, Ken traces all his recollections of her. He remembers a day 
when he and Gus, the foreman, came across the black mare Rocket and realized she 
had a new foal, a "wavering, pinkish colt, barely able to keep its feet;'which caused 
Gus to exclaim, "Yee whiz! Luk at de little flicka!" And when Ken asked what the 
word flicka meant, Gus told him it was Swedish for "little girl:' (MFF Ch. 15) Later, 
after the filly entered an "awkward and ungainly" adolescence, Ken saw her again 
but forgot about her until that moment when their eyes lock. Smitten now, he muses 
on the exact color of her eyes and the contours of her face: 
Her eyes - they had looked like balls of fire this morning. What color were 
they? ... really, she was more like just a little girl than anything - the way her 
face looked, the way her blond hair blew - a little girl. (MFF Ch. 15) 
But there are always impediments to true love, often, as in this case, a father's oppo-
sition: 
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K e n  s a i d  s t u b b o r n l y ,  " D a d ,  I  h a v e  t o  h a v e  h e r  - s h e ' s  m i n e : '  H e  r e a l l y  m e a n t ,  
s h e ' s  m e .  I t  f e l t  a s  i f  h i s  f a t h e r  w e r e  a s k i n g  h i m  t o  b e  t o r n  a p a r t .  ( M F F  C h .  1 7 )  
R o b  M c L a u g h l i n ' s  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  a n y  f o a l  o f  R o c k e t ' s  m u s t  b e  l o c o  s e e m s  c o r r o b o -
r a t e d  w h e n  F l i c k a  r u n s  s t r a i g h t  t h r o u g h  a  b a r b e d  w i r e  f e n c e  t o o  h i g h  f o r  h e r  t o  j u m p ,  
a n d  K e n  m u s t  a c k n o w l e d g e  h i s  o w n  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h u r t i n g  t h e  o n e  h e  l o v e s  m o s t :  
.  . .  t h e  e v e n t s  o f  t h e  p a s t  f o r t n i g h t  u n r o l l e d  l i k e  a  p i e c e  o f  f i l m  . . .  R o c k e t  g o i n g  
d o w n  t h e  h o l e  - t h e  s o u n d  s h e  m a d e  w h e n  s h e  h i t  b o t t o m  l i k e  a  m u f f l e d  b a s s  
d r u m  - p l u n k  . . .  B a n n e r  [ t h e  G o o s e  B a r  s t u d ]  - a n d  h o w  t h e  o f f i c e r s  h a d  
c h e e r e d ,  a n d  h i s  m o t h e r  h a d  c r i e d ,  " A l l  h i s  f l a g s  f l y i n g ! "  
F l i c k a  o u g h t  t o  b e  r u n n i n g  o n  t h e  u p l a n d  t o o ,  h e r  f l a g s  f l y i n g  i n  t h e  w i n d ,  
g o l d e n  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  l i k e  B a n n e r  - n o t  t h e  h o l e  . . .  i f  h e  c o u l d  h a v e  u n d o n e  i t  
a l l  t h e n ,  a n d  p u t  h e r  b a c k  o n  t h e  r a n g e ,  f r e e  a n d  a l o n e ,  h e  w o u l d  h a v e .  ( M F F  
C h .  2 1 )  
O n  a  p a r a l l e l  c o u r s e  n o w ,  b o t h  b o y  a n d  h o r s e  p a s s  t h r o u g h  t h e  v a l l e y  o f  t h e  s h a d -
o w ,  h o v e r i n g  n e a r  d e a t h  - F l i c k a  f r o m  b a r b e d - w i r e  i n f e c t i o n ,  K e n  f r o m  h o l d i n g  h e r  
a l l  n i g h t  i n  t h e  c o l d  s t r e a m  t h a t  w a s h e s  h e r  w o u n d s  c l e a n  b u t  l e a v e s  h i m  c h i l l e d  a n d  
b l o o d l e s s .  B y  t h e  t i m e  h e  r e c u p e r a t e s  - n o t  j u s t  f r o m  p n e u m o n i a ,  b u t  f r o m  a n  i n e x -
p l i c a b l e  s p i r i t u a l  m a l a i s e  a s  w e l l  - m a n y  w e e k s  h a v e  p a s s e d  a n d  F l i c k a  h a s  g r o w n  
s t r o n g  a g a i n .  
H e  d i d  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  h a d  e n d e d  t h e  c o l d ,  w e a r y  d e t a c h m e n t  a n d  u n i t e d  h i m  
t o  t h e  w o r l d  a g a i n ,  h e  o n l y  k n e w  t h a t  i t  w a s  h i s  o w n  o n c e  m o r e ,  t h a t  i t  w a s  
b e a u t i f u l  a n d  a l i v e ,  a n d  t h a t  h e  w a n t e d  t o  s e e  F l i c k a .  A n d  h e  p r e s s e d  h i s  f a c e  
a g a i n s t  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  s l e e v e  a n d  w e p t .  ( M F F  C h .  3 6 )  
K e n ' s  t e a r s  a r e  h e a l i n g .  H e  i s  r e a d y  f o r  r e u n i o n  w i t h  F l i c k a  - a  r e u n i o n  t h a t  b e f i t s  
t h e i r  l o v e  s t o r y .  
E v e r y  d a y  f o r  w e e k s  s h e  h a d  l o o k e d  f o r  h i m  . . .  K e n ' s  q u i c k  f e e t  t h u d d e d  a c r o s s  
t h e  G r e e n ,  t h e  g a t e  r a t t l e d ;  a n d  w h e n  t h e  b o y  c a m e  r u n n i n g  d o w n  t h e  p a t h ,  
c r y i n g ,  " O h ,  F l i c k a !  F l i c k a ! " ,  t h e  n e i g h  t h a t  r a n g  o u t  o n  t h e  c o l d  a i r  w a s  a  s o u n d  
t h e  f i l l y  h a d  n e v e r  m a d e  b e f o r e .  ( M F F  C h .  3 6 )  
T h e  m i r a c l e s  l o v e  c a n  p e r f o r m  a r e  h e r e  c l e a r l y  a t  w o r k .  
B u t  f o r  a l l  o f  K e n ' s  r o m a n t i c  i d e a l i s m ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  s e n t i m e n t a l  o r  i d e a l i z e d  a b o u t  
O ' H a r a ' s  d e p i c t i o n  o f  l i f e  o n  t h e  G o o s e  B a r  R a n c h .  I n d e e d ,  h e r  r e a l i s m  c a n  b e  s t a r k ,  
e v e n  s h o c k i n g ,  a s  i n  t h e  g e l d i n g  s c e n e  e a r l y  i n  t h e  n o v e l .  B e f o r e  D o c  H i c k s  b e g i n s  
h i s  b l o o d y  w o r k ,  K e n  w a t c h e s  t h e  t w o - y e a r - o l d s :  
T h e i r  h i d e s  w e r e  g l o s s y ,  t h e i r  t h i c k  n e c k s  s t r o n g l y  a r c h e d ,  t a i l s  h e l d  u p  c u r v i n g  
p r o u d l y  . . .  T h e y  c o i l e d  a n d  u n c o i l e d  i n s i d e  t h e  f l o a t i n g  f r i n g e s  o f  t h e i r  h a i r  i n  
f l o w i n g ,  i n c e s s a n t  m o v e m e n t ,  a n d  t h e  s u n  b l a z e d  d o w n  o n  t h e m ,  m a k i n g  s h i n -
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ing mirrors on their round haunches and bulging neck muscles. 
Ken felt the singing spirit of them, the young hearts, the free, overflowing power, 
and his hands tightened on the rail of the fence. (MFF Ch. 8) 
But then the lariats snake out, the colts are thrown down to the dust, and the knives 
go to work. Jingo, a tall blue roan, turns out to be a risling - a colt with undescend-
ed testicles: 
None of the men joshed or even spoke now while the vet worked, but the colt 
screamed and struggled terribly. Before the operation was over, he too was quiet, 
lying inert while the bright streams of his blood darkened the sand. Doc's arms 
were red to the elbow. 
At last it was over. "Got it;' said Doc, straightening up. When Tim got off 
Jingo's head, Jingo lay still and did not move. Then Bill gave him a couple of 
good kicks in the haunches, and Jingo sprang up and trotted into the next cor-
ral. (MFF Ch. 8) 
Clearly, this is no equine version of "Lassie:' 
The human portraits, too, are realistic. Rob and Nell, for example, are not just Ken's 
parents; they are individualized adults whose love for each other is strong but whose 
relationship - like life on the ranch - is often stormy: 
"Love me?" [Rob] asked. 
"I knew you were going to say that!" she exclaimed angrily. "When you've just 
made me mad, that isn't any time to say things like that:' 
His one arm squeezed and shook her a little. "Love me?" he repeated. 
The one deep dimple in Nell's right cheek appeared in spite of herself, and 
she turned her face away. "Oh, yes,then, have it your own way! ... But, Rob -
Ken _!_' 
"Don't talk about him!" he roared, dropping his arm. "I've had all I can stand 
of him!" He went out of the room, slammed the door, and stamped down the 
hall to the bathroom. 
Nell climbed into bed, turned up the kerosene lamp, took her book from beside 
it, and began to read. Her dimple had disappeared, and her lips were very set 
and prim. (MFF Ch. 23) 
Characters like these remain solid in our minds, just as real people do. 
In Thunderhead Ken's love for Flicka has modulated into a kind of settled affection, 
like a marriage that is no longer new; the intensity of his feeling is transferred to her 
ugly little goblin colt. 
It was Flicka's - her first ... Half his sobbing was because of this love that was 
bursting his heart for the ungainly little creature that had turned away from 
him and 
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h i m  a n d  l o o k e d  a t  h i m  w i t h  a  r e s e n t f u l ,  w h i t e - r i n g e d  e y e .  ( T h  C h .  6 )  
A t  t h e  c l i m a x  o f  t h i s  n o v e l  w e  a g a i n  f i n d  h i m  " w h i t e  a n d  h o l l o w - e y e d "  - a  c o n d i -
t i o n  h i s  f a t h e r  r e c o g n i z e s  a s  " a l w a y s  c a u s e d  b y  o n e  o f  t h e s e  s o u l - s t r u g g l e s  o v e r  h o r s e s : '  
T h  C h .  3 9 )  F o r  K e n  i s ,  a s  N .  Y  T i m e s  r e v i e w e r  E .  L .  B u e l l  a p t l y  p u t  i t ,  o n e  o f  t h o s e  
" b o y s  w h o  h u r t  t h e m s e l v e s  b y  t h e  v e r y  f o r c e  o f  t h e i r  d e s i r e : '
5  
I n d e e d ,  t h e  c e n t r a l  e m o -
t i o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  T h u n d e r h e a d  i s  f r u s t r a t e d  d e s i r e :  t h e  a n g e r  t h a t  a r i s e s  f r o m  i t  a n d  
t h e  d e a t h  o f  t h e  w i l l f u l  e g o  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t r a n s c e n d  i t .  
A n g e r  i s  e v i d e n t  e v e n  i n  O ' H a r a ' s  a n i m a l  p r o t a g o n i s t  - h e  i s  c a l l e d  G o b l i n  a t  f i r s t ,  
T h u n d e r h e a d  l a t e r  - a n d  i s  h i s  d o m i n a n t  h u m o r  u n t i l  h e  c o m e s  i n t o  h i s  o w n  a s  
a  s t a l l i o n .  B u t  i t  n a t u r a l l y  t a k e s  m o r e  c o m p l e x  f o r m s  i n  h u m a n s  t h a n  i n  h o r s e s ,  a n d  
b o t h  f a t h e r  a n d  s o n  g r a p p l e  w i t h  i t  p o w e r f u l l y  i n  t h i s  n o v e l .  F o r  K e n  i t  b e c o m e s  a  
r i t e  o f  p a s s a g e  i n t o  f i r s t  m a n h o o d ;  f o r  R o b  a n  a w a k e n i n g  i n t o  a  f u l l e r ,  l e s s  a r r o g a n t  
m a s c u l i n i t y .  
W e  e x p e r i e n c e  R o b ' s  a n g e r  m a i n l y  t h r o u g h  N e l l  w h o  - i n  h e r  o w n  n e e d  t o  f a c e  
t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e i r  f i n a n c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  - d r a w s  i t s  f o c u s  t o  h e r s e l f .  W h e n  R o b  a c c u s e s  
h e r  o f  l o s i n g  f a i t h  i n  h i m ,  o f  " j u s t  s i t t i n g  b a c k  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  c r a s h ; '  N e l l  c a n n o t  
d e n y  i t .  " ' W e l l ;  s h e  s u d d e n l y  w h i s p e r e d ,  ' w e  a r e  o n  t h e  d o w n g r a d e ,  h a v e  b e e n  f o r  
y e a r s : "  ( T h  C h .  1 8 )  R o b  i s  b i t t e r l y  w o u n d e d  a t  t h i s  a d m i s s i o n .  A s  h e  s e e s  i t ,  N e l l  
h a s  l o s t  c o n f i d e n c e  n o t  j u s t  i n  t h e  r a n c h  b u t  i n  h i m ,  a n d  h e  h a r d e n s  h i m s e l f  a g a i n s t  h e r .  
S h e  h a d  w o u n d e d  h i s  p r i d e  ( b u t  n o t  h i s  s e l f  c o n f i d e n c e  - I  m i g h t  h a v e  k n o w n  h e ' d  
n e v e r  g i v e  u p  t h e  h o r s e s ,  h e ' d  s o o n e r  g i v e  u p  m e )  s o  h e  h a d  p u t  h e r  o u t s i d e .  S h e  
w a s  t h e  e n e m y  f o r  h i m .  A n d  h e  w a s  a l l  s h e  h a d .  ( T h  C h .  2 5 )  
B o t h  s u f f e r  d e e p l y .  B u t  R o b  s e e m s  s t r o n g  i n  h i s  a n g e r ;  h e  w r a p s  h i m s e l f  i n  i t  a n d  
a p p e a r s  - t o  N e l l  a t  l e a s t  - i m p e r v i o u s :  
R o b !  D i d  h e  f e e l  n o t h i n g ?  D i d n ' t  h e  c a r e  a t  a l l ?  D i d n ' t  h e  m i s s  h e r  a s  s h e  m i s s e d  
h i m ?  S u f f e r  f o r  t h e  l o s s  o f  h e r ?  N o .  P e o p l e  w h o  g e t  a n g r y  s a v e  t h e m s e l v e s ,  a t  
l e a s t  f o r  t h e  t i m e  b e i n g ,  f r o m  s u f f e r i n g .  Y o u  t h r o w  u p  t h e  b a r r a g e  o f  a n g e r  -
y o u  e s c a p e  t h e  h u r t .  R o b  g o t  a n g r y .  H e  w a s  a l w a y s  a n g r y .  ( T h  C h .  2 6 )  
N e l l  w e e p s  c o n s t a n t l y ,  c a n n o t  e a t ,  a n d  g r o w s  p h y s i c a l l y  w e a k .  B u t  R o b  i s  " d a r k  a n d  
h o p e l e s s  a n d  i n  a  s o r t  o f  h a r d  f r e n z Y : '  
I  a l w a y s  k n e w  h e  c o u l d  d o  i t ,  w h i s p e r e d  N e l l  t o  h e r s e l f .  H e  l i k e s  i t .  L i k e s  h i s  
a n g e r  a n d  f u r y .  L i k e s  t o  h a r d e n  h i m s e l f .  C o n f i d e n c e !  S i l l y !  . . .  C o n f i d e n c e  h a s  n o t h -
i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  i t .  B e s i d e s ,  i s  i t  t r u e ?  I s  h e  r e a l l y  h u r t  o r  i s  t h i s  r e v e n g e ?  
S h e  c o u l d  n o t  b e a r  t o  l o o k  a t  h i m .  
A n d  a t  l a s t  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  b e a r  t o  b e  n e a r  h i m .  S h e  p l a n n e d ,  a l l  d a y  l o n g ,  
h o w  t o  a v o i d  h i m  . . .  ( T h  C h .  3 2 )  
R o b  f i n a l l y  b r e a k s  o n l y  w h e n  t h e  o l d  m a r e  w h o  r e p r e s e n t s  a l l  h i s  y o u t h f u l  s p i r i t  
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dies after foaling in an ice storm: 
It wasn't only a horse dying. It was the end of half his life and all his young 
manhood, his young wilfulness. It was the breaking of that last link with the 
happy beginnings of things. (Th Ch. 33) 
Nell finds him crouched over the mare, and Rob turns to her with "a harsh, anguished 
cry;' weeping, kissing her frantically. "There was pleading in it ... and shame ... and 
love?' (Th Ch. 33) Later, he confesses that he too has been in hell. "Something had 
to- sort of- die in me;' he muses, "before I could give in!' And Nell replies, "But 
that's the way it always is. Something dies - so that something better can come to 
life!' (Th Ch. 34) The words carry a double charge: they suggest both the spiritual 
rebirth of her husband and the literal engendering of a child. For the reconciliation, 
rich in the miracles that love can perform, brings Nell the little girl - the little flicka 
- she has always wanted. 
Ken, too, discovers in himself a capacity for anger as events push him beyond his 
boyish trust in happy endings. Frustrated past endurance at the disappearance of his 
colt, Ken hurls his stopwatch from the top of Castle Rock, mopes, and neglects his 
duties. 
He raised his gun and shot at a hawk that was sailing low ... He felt like killing 
something. (Th Ch. 14) 
He mulls over the words Sine Deo Quid on his mother's family crest: 
So who would say without God what? . .. He felt a sort of jar inside him because 
-now- none of[the] good things made him happy. He didn't want anything 
but the Goblin. That was it - without Goblin what?- Nothing! (Th Ch. 14) 
Ken's grief is compounded by the more generalized loss of innocence that accompa-
nies a maturing sensibility. Standing alone at the top of the Saddle Back one moonlit 
winter night, he is assailed by his first intimation of mortality: 
He felt the impact of all that was beyond him - the larger things. His future 
manhood. Women and love. Death. It hit him so sharply that he could have 
cried out in pain, and he looked up at the moon trying to blink the hot tears 
from his eys. Such swift maturing fused him to adult life before he was able to 
bear it. (Th Ch. 10) 
In the months that follow, other revelations crowd in upon him: 
Awful things happened to other people, he knew that. You read about them 
in the newspaper, you heard about them, but to him himself- to his family 
- He felt bewildered and his eyes roved the meadow. If that was the way life 
really was - that no one was safe, not even you yourself. (Th Ch. 14) 
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H e r e  w a s  t h e  r e a l  b l o w .  T h a t  n o t  e v e n  w h e n  y o u  w e r e  g r o w n  u p  - y o u r  o w n  
m a s t e r ,  s t a m p i n g  a r o u n d ,  g i v i n g  o r d e r s  t o  e v e r y o n e  - d i d  y o u  g e t  w h a t  y o u  
w a n t e d .  W i t h i n  h i m s e l f  h e  w r i t h e d  - t h a t  t h i n g  h e  h a d  a l w a y s  t h o u g h t ,  t h a t  
h e  h a d  o n l y  t o  a r r i v e  a t  h i s  t w e n t y - f i r s t  b i r t h d a y  a n d  a n y  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  m i s e r y  
w a s  o v e r .  ( T h  C h .  1 4 )  
R o b  l e c t u r e s  K e n  o n  f o r t i t u d e ,  a n d  t h e  b o y  i s  i n s p i r e d :  
" D a d ,  I ' v e  d e c i d e d  t o  t a k e  i t . "  
R o b  t u r n e d  t o  s a y ,  " D e c i d i n g  t o  d o  a  t h i n g  i s  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  d o i n g  i t . "  
K e n  w a s  d i s c o n c e r t e d .  " W h y  . . .  I f  y o u  d e c i d e ,  y o u  c a n  g o  a h e a d  a n d  d o  i t ,  c a n ' t  
y o u ? "  
" S o m e t i m e s .  S o m e t i m e s  n o t .  T h i n g s  h a p p e n .  I t  d o e s n ' t  c o m e  o f f .  Y o u  c a n  t r y  
a n d  b r e a k  y o u r  h e a r t  t r y i n g  a n d  s t i l l  y o u  c a n  f a i l ? '  ( T h  C h .  1 4 )  
A f t e r  T h u n d e r h e a d  k i l l s  t h e  A l b i n o  a n d  t a k e s  o v e r  h i s  m a r e s ,  K e n  m u s t  g i v e  u p  
h i s  d r e a m  o f  r a c i n g  t h e  s t a l l i o n .  B u t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  R o b  s h a r e s  h i s  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  h e l p s ,  
a s  d o e s  h i s  p r a i s e :  
" I  c a n  t e l l  y o u  t h i s ,  i f  i t ' l l  m a k e  y o u  f e e l  a n y  b e t t e r - ' '  T h e y  b o t h  g o t  t o  t h e i r  
f e e t .  " I ' m  d a m n e d  p r o u d  o f  y o u ! "  
" O f  m e ! "  
" O f  y o u .  M y  G o d ,  K e n !  Y o u  r o d e  a  s t a l l i o n  a t  w o r k !  . . .  Y o u  b e h a v e d  w i t h  c o u r -
a g e .  Y o u  t r i e d  t o  g e t  y o u r  c o l t  b a c k  . . .  Y o u  g o t  o n  h i m  a n d  r o d e  h i m  t o  h e l l  
a n d  g o n e .  Y o u  d i d  s o m e t h i n g  I ' v e  n e v e r  d o n e ? '  ( T h  C h .  3 9 )  
K e n  f e e l s  s u d d e n l y  o l d e r .  H e  l e a v e s  f o r  S a g i n a w  F a l l s  w e a r i n g  a  s m a l l  F e d o r a  h a t  a n d  
n e w  t r o u s e r s  " t w o  i n c h e s  l o n g e r  t h a n  a n y  h e  h a d  h a d  b e f o r e : '  
B u t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  c h a n g e  w a s  w i t h i n  h i m  . . .  H e  d e c i d e d  f i n a l l y  t h a t  i t  m u s t  b e  
f o r t i t u d e  . . .  a n  a d m i x t u r e  o f  b i t t e r  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  w i t h  c h e e r f u l n e s s  a n d  r e a d i -
n e s s  t o  g o  o n  a n d  d o  w h a t e v e r  w a s  i n  l i n e .  H e  w a s n ' t  ' h o w l i n g '  a b o u t  T h u n d e r -
h e a d  n o w  w h e n  t h e  w o r s t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  . . .  W h e n  y o u  w e r e  h o w l i n g  y o u  c o u l d  
d e r i v e  p l e a s u r e  f r o m  n o t h i n g  e x c e p t  t h e  o n e  t h i n g  y o u  w a n t e d  w h i c h  w a s  d e n i e d  
y o u .  B u t  w h e n  y o u  h a d  f o r t i t u d e ,  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  p l e a s u r e  c o u l d  b e  b u i l t  o n  t o p  
o f  t h a t ,  e v e n  t h o u g h ,  a t  t h e  b o t t o m ,  w a s  s t i l l  t h e  d e e p  g r i e f .  ( T h  C h .  4 0 )  
I n  h i s  n e w  m a t u r i t y ,  K e n  i s  a b l e  f i n a l l y  t o  l e t  g o  o f  h i s  o w n  d r e a m s  o f  g l o r y .  T h e  
e n d  o f  t h e  n o v e l  f i n d s  h i m  n o t  i n  t h e  w i n n e r ' s  c i r c l e  w i t h  h i s  s t a l l i o n ,  b u t  b a c k  a t  
t h e  V a l l e y  o f  t h e  E a g l e s ,  s a y i n g  g o o d b y e :  
T h a t  o t h e r  l i f e  h e  h a d  t r i e d  t o  g i v e  T h u n d e r h e a d  - t h e  l i f e  o f  a  r a c e h o r s e  -
h o w  d e s p e r a t e l y  h e  h a d  p r a y e d  f o r  i t !  H e  f e l t  a l m o s t  b e w i l d e r e d .  F o r  a l l  h i s  p r a y -
e r s  h a d  b e e n  d e n i e d  a n d  a l l  h i s  e f f o r t s  f r u s t r a t e d ,  a n d  y e t  t h i s  - t h i s  - w a s  
t h e  a n s w e r .  ( T h  C h .  4 4 )  
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Ken knows that returning the horse to his mares means inevitable death for Banner: 
there is no room for two stallions on the ranch. Racing him - and winning - means 
either gelding Thunderhead, or selling him to the Army as a band horse, or both. 
But Ken finds an ingenious solution to this dilemma that answers the stallion's mute 
plea to "give me back my mares!" without endangering his father's stud. So that the 
horse will be unable to come back down the mountain to challenge Banner, Ken has 
dynamited the boulders that enclose the valley, sealing off any egress. Now he stands 
on a rock and strains his eyes for a last glimpse of Thunderhead and the mares: 
Here it was, now, the parting. He put up his hand and brushed the warm tears 
from his cheeks, surprised to find them there, because, in spite of the loneliness 
and the sense of bitter loss, it was as if the beauty of the valley and the glorious-
ness of Thunderhead's freedom were inside him too. (Th Ch. 44) 
In Green Grass of Wyoming Ken, now sixteen, meets Carey Marsh, the childlike niece 
of racing stables owner Beaver Greenway, and with his usual single-minded intensity, 
falls deeply in love with her. Watching him, Nell muses on what Rob calls Ken's pos-
sessiveness: 
Who that loves, really loves, would be willing to share? If they were willing, it 
would mean that they were lukewarm and indifferent. The possessive ones are 
the ardent ones, the all-out ones; the ones who can give themselves wholly, utterly. 
Possessiveness is the sweetest part of love, and it's all of sex! (GGW Ch. 10) 
For Nell- as, one suspects, for Mary O'Hara herself- love is "a force, like electrici-
ty;' which comes 
not as affection or admiration, or any sentiment, but as if one suffered a blow, 
an impact ... It is all one can do to hold up under it. One is changed, and strug-
gles along as a blinded, bewildered, changed being. (GGW Ch. 24) 
Love is transformative: by a kind of alchemical magic it leaves us permanently changed. 
After her first encounter with Ken, for example, Carey's prior existence seems to have 
been lived in another dimension: 
Looking backward through life, one can see the points of change, like great locks 
through which one glides on a flood wave, so smoothly, on such irresistible power 
that one is hardly aware of any movement. But life is never the same again. One 
has gone through the lock and lives on a new level. (GGW Ch.8) 
Like her pampered filly, Crown Jewel, Carey has led a sheltered existence. Even Ken 
is struck by this: 
It seemed to him that he knew so much more, had experienced so much more 
than she, that she could not possibly understand. The Valley of the Eagles had 
entered into him and nothing like that was in her life - just carrying trays to 
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a n  o l d  s i c k  w o m a n ,  a n d  c h a n g i n g  h e r  c l o t h e s ,  a n d  b e i n g  o b e d i e n t  t o  t h e  o l d  
h a r r i d a n  a n d  r i d i n g  a  h o r s e  t h a t  w a s  c l e a n e d  a n d  s a d d l e d  b y  a  g r o o m  a n d  b r o u g h t  
u p  t o  t h e  f r o n t  d o o r  f o r  h e r  t o  m o u n t .  ( G G W  C h .  9 )  
B u t  a f t e r  s h e  m e e t s  K e n ,  C a r e y ' s  l i f e  s p r e a d s  o u t  " l i k e  a n  o p e n  f a n  u p o n  w h i c h  w e r e  
p a i n t e d  s c e n e s  o f  n e w  a n d  f a s c i n a t i n g  p l a c e s  a n d  p e o p l e : '  ( G G W  C h .  1 1 )  O n  a  s e a r c h  
p a r t y  f o r  J e w e l  a n d  T h u n d e r h e a d  s h e  f e e l s  a  t h r i l l i n g  n e w  i n t i m a c y  w i t h  " e a r t h  a n d  
g r a s s  a n d  t h e  s m e l l  o f  t h e  h o r s e s  a n d  m e n .  T h e r e  w a s  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e  - i t  w a s  f r e e -
d o m ,  w i l d  a n d  s o f t  a n d  s w e e t  a n d  e x c i t i n g : '  ( G G W  C h .  1 2 )  
D e s p i t e  h i s  g r e a t e r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  K e n ' s  p e r s p e c t i v e  i s  s i m i l a r l y  a l t e r e d  b y  h i s  f i r s t  m e e t i n g  
w i t h  C a r e y :  
K e n  d i d  n o t  k n o w  h o w  d e e p  a  s i g h  h e  h e a v e d ,  d i d  n o t  k n o w  t h a t  h e  s i g h e d  
a t  a l l .  D i d  n o t  k n o w  h o w  l o n g  h e  s t o o d  l e a n i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  s t o n e  w a l l  o f  t h e  
s p r i n g  h o u s e  . . .  I n  t h e  h o u s e  . . .  s h e  w a s  t h e r e  . . .  s o o n  h e  w o u l d  b e  g o i n g  
i n  . . .  m i g h t  a c t u a l l y  r u n  i n t o  h e r  i n  t h e  h a l l  o r  o n  t h e  s t a i r s  . . .  O h ,  G o s h ,  O h ,  
G o s h  . . .  w a s  i t  r e a l ?  . . .  I t  h a d  a l l  h a p p e n e d  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  w a s  d i f f e r e n t .  ( G G W  
C h .  7 )  
B u t  f o r  a l l  t h i s  r o m a n t i c  i n t e n s i t y ,  t h e i r  l o v e  u n f o l d s  s l o w l y  a n d  b e l i e v a b l y .  T h e  s e x u -
a l  a w a k e n i n g  o f  t h e  t w o  y o u n g  p e o p l e  i s  s u b t l y  y e t  p o w e r f u l l y  e v o k e d .  E a r l y  o n  t h e  
m o r n i n g  o f  t h e  s e a r c h  p a r t y ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  K e n  t e l l s  C a r e y  t h a t  h e  w i l l  w a k e  h e r  b y  
p u t t i n g  h i s  h a n d  t h r o u g h  h e r  b e d r o o m  w i n d o w :  
" L e a v e  t h e  s c r e e n  u p  a  l i t t l e .  I  c a n  p u t  i n  m y  h a n d  a n d  r e a c h  y o u r  s h o u l d e r : '  
H e r  h e a d  s a n k .  I t  w a s  a  g e s t u r e  o f  a s s e n t ,  b u t  t h a t  w a s  n o t  a l l .  T h e r e  w a s  s o m e -
t h i n g  t r e m u l o u s  t h a t  m o v e d  b e t w e e n  t h e m .  ( G G W  C h .  1 0 )  
A n d  e v e n  t h o u g h  C a r e y  w a k e s  o n  h e r  o w n ,  K e n  r e a c h e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  w i n d o w  " j u s t  
t o  s e e "  i f  h e  c o u l d  h a v e  t o u c h e d  h e r  s h o u l d e r :  
" Y e s ,  I  c o u l d  h a v e ; '  [ h e  t e l l s  h e r ] .  " I  f e l t  t h e  p i l l o w : '  
T h e  c a r  d r o v e  o n  t h r o u g h  t h e  t h i n n i n g  d a r k n e s s  . . .  A n d  i t  w a s  a  l o n g  t i m e  
b e f o r e  K e n  f i n i s h e d  h i s  t h o u g h t  w i t h  a  f e w  s i m p l e  w o r d s ,  " T h e  p i l l o w  w a s  w a r m ; '  
t h a t  m a d e  a  s t r a n g e ,  t i n g l i n g  e m b a r r a s s m e n t  g o  t h r o u g h  C a r e y .  ( G G W  C h .  1 1 )  
B u t  n o t  u n t i l  C h a p t e r  2 7  d o e s  h e  f i n a l l y  k i s s  h e r :  
B e w i l d e r e d ,  t h r i l l e d ,  w e a r y ,  e x c i t e d ,  K e n  m o v e d  h e s i t a n t l y  t o w a r d  h e r .  H o w  c l o s e  
d i d  h e  d a r e  t o  g o ?  H e  p u t  h i s  a r m s  a r o u n d  h e r ,  h e  h u g g e d  h e r  t i g h t ,  h e  b e n t  
h i s  h e a d  d o w n  u p o n  h e r s .  H e  f e l t  t h e  s l i m  l i t t l e - g i r l  b o d y  a g a i n s t  h i m ,  h e r  a r m s  
w e n t  a r o u n d  h i m ,  a n d  h e r  h a n d s  h e l d  o n  t o  h i s  w a i s t .  ( G G W  C h .  2 7 )  
T h e  i m p e d i m e n t  i n  t h i s  l o v e  s t o r y  i s  C a r e y ' s  g r a n d m o t h e r  - o r ,  r a t h e r ,  C a r e y ' s  
e m o t i o n a l  b o n d a g e  t o  t h e  s e l f i s h  o l d  w o m a n  w h o  m a n i p u l a t e s  h e r  t h r o u g h  a  p o t e n t  
m i x t u r e  o f  p a t h o s  a n d  a n g e r .  A s  C a r e y  h e r s e l f  o b s e r v e s ,  " B u t  s h e  g e t s  s o  m a d !  . . .  W h e n  
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one person's mad and the other isn't, the mad one always wins!" (GGW Ch. 43) And 
when anger fails, Mrs. Palmer exploits the girl's natural tenderness and compassion, 
adopting the attitude of "piteousness and tremulous bravery which she knew from 
long practice was the hardest of all on her granddaughter:' (GGW Ch. 32) Not until 
the end of the novel does Carey, emboldened by her engagement to Ken, find the 
courage to break free of the old lady's physical and psychological grip: 
"You dare to tell me, what you'll do and not do!" 
For answer Carey smiled. She lifted her imprisoned wrist, gave it a sharp twist, 
and she was free. 
She said the word aloud as she stepped back, rubbing the skin where her grand-
mother's hand had held her. "Free!" The next moment she was gone. (GGW 
Ch. 45) 
While Carey struggles with guilt and divided loyalty, Ken probes the nature of love 
itself, questioning the depth of his feeling for Carey in language reminiscent of My 
Friend Flicka: 
He searched himself more deeply. Did he really love her. .. all that love 
meant? ... Did he want Carey for keeps? 
A pain shot through him ... Of course he wanted her! Anyone would want 
her. Oh, she was his own! She was the only girl he had even known or talked 
to who seemed important - who even seemed real. The others ... seemed sort 
of made up out of curls and eyes and giggles and pretty legs, but Carey was real. 
(GGW Ch. 38) 
Borrowing Victor Hugo's words, he murmurs to himself, "Carey is my abyss:' 
She was a deep place within him. She was there permanently. Whenever he was 
alone, he, as it were, fell into that abyss and there lived, silently and strongly, 
alone with her. (GGW Ch. 38) 
The miracle of love - for Ken and for his creator - is that it is the source of all 
happiness. As Nell puts it in a letter to her older son, "If only we could find some 
way to kindle it to a great flame in ourselves, which would never wane or die, and 
for some One who could never disappoint or abandon us, we could ask nothing more:' 
(GGW Ch. 28) 
Consistently, then, Mary O'Hara celebrates the miracles love can perform - not 
in sentimental effusions, but as an integral theme in her fictional world. Her han-
dling of this theme is, as we have seen, many-faceted and complex, so that although 
her novels have been appropriated by children she cannot accurately be called only 
a children's author. Her depiction of ranch life in Wyoming in the 30's is factual, stark, 
frequently bloody and brutal. Her family portraits are similarly realistic: an amalgam 
of tensions, 
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o f  t e n s i o n s ,  r i v a l r i e s ,  a f f e c t i o n s ,  a n d  l o y a l t i e s .  H e r  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  f l e s h  a n d  b l o o d ;  t h e y  
s e e m  f a m i l i a r  n o t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  s t o c k  f i g u r e s  b u t  b e c a u s e ,  a s  o n e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
r e v i e w e r  p u t  i t ,  " t h e y  a r e  b r u s q u e ,  w i t h  t h e  s h a r p  c o r n e r s  l e f t  o n ,  f a l l i n g  i n t o  a n g e r  
a n d  d i s c o u r a g e m e n t  c o n v i n c i n g l y  a n d  f i g h t i n g  o u t  a g a i n  w i t h  n o  t i n g e  o f  P o l l y a n n a -
i s m ? ' 6  E v e n  h e r  a n i m a l s  a r e  i n d i v i d u a l i z e d ;  s o m e ,  l i k e  T h u n d e r h e a d ,  u n d e r g o  a  c h a n g e  
o f  c h a r a c t e r  n e a r l y  a s  i n t e r e s t i n g  a s  a  h u m a n  b e i n g ' s .  A l l  i n  a l l ,  M a r y  O ' H a r a  i s  a  
s k i l l e d  a n d  s e n s i t i v e  w r i t e r  w h o  d e s e r v e s  t o  b e  r e a d  b y  a d u l t s  a s  w e l l  a s  b y  c h i l d r e n .  
S h e  k n o w s  a s  m u c h  a b o u t  p e o p l e  a s  s h e  d o e s  a b o u t  h o r s e s ,  a n d  s h e  i s  e n t i t l e d  t o  
f a r  m o r e  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m  e d u c a t o r s  a n d  c r i t i c s  t h a n  s h e  h a s  r e c e i v e d .  
' M a r y  O ' H a r a  i s  l i s t e d  a s  a  c h i l d r e n ' s  a u t h o r ,  a n d  o n l y  i n  c h i l d r e n ' s  l i t e r a t u r e  i n d e x e s ,  w i t h  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  e x c e p -
t i o n s :  A m e r i c a n  A u t h o r s  T o d a y ,  W h i t  B u r n e t t  a n d  C h a r l e s  E .  S l a t k i n ,  e d s .  ( B o s t o n  a n d  N e w  Y o r k :  G i n n  a n d  C o . ,  
1 9 4 7 ) ;  C o n t e m p o r a r y  A u t h o r s ,  A n n  E v o r y ,  e d . ,  N e w  R e v i s i o n  S e r i e s ,  v o l .  4  ( 1 9 6 2 ;  r p t .  N e w  Y o r k :  G a l e  R e s e a r c h  C o . ,  
1 9 8 1 ) ;  C u r r e n t  B i o g r a p h y ,  5 :  1  O a n .  1 9 4 4 ) .  
' O r v i l l e  P r e s c o t t ' s  r e v i e w  o f  T h u n d e r h e a d  i n  t h e  Y a l e  R e v i e w ,  3 3 :  2 0  ( W i n t e r  1 9 4 4 ) ;  B e r t r a m  L i p p i n c o t t ,  q u o t e d  b y  
O ' H a r a  i n  h e r  a u t o b i o g r a p h y  F l i c k a ' s  F r i e n d  ( N e w  Y o r k :  G .  P .  P u t n a m ' s  S o n s ,  1 9 8 2 ) ,  p .  2 1 9 .  
3
M a r y  O ' H a r a ,  A  N o v e l - i n - t h e - M a k i n g  ( N e w  Y o r k :  D a v i d  M c K a y  C o . ,  1 9 5 4 ) ,  p .  3 5 .  
4
M a r y  O ' H a r a ,  M y  F r i e n d  F l i c k a  ( 1 9 4 1 ;  r p t .  N e w  Y o r k :  D e l l ,  1 9 7 4 ) ,  C h .  I .  M y  F r i e n d  F l i c k a ,  T h u n d e r h e a d ,  a n d  G r e e n  
G r a s s  o f  W y o m i n g  w e r e  o r i g i n a l l y  p u b l i s h e d  b y  J .  B .  L i p p i n c o t t  i n  1 9 4 1 ,  1 9 4 3 ,  a n d  1 9 4 6  r e s p e c t i v e l y ;  m o r e  r e a d i l y  
a v a i l a b l e  a r e  t h e  D e l l  e d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  n o v e l s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 7 4 .  M y  r e f e r e n c e s  w i l l  b e  t o  c h a p t e r  n u m b e r s  i n  p a r e n -
t h e s e s  i n  t h e  t e x t .  
5
E .  L .  B u e l l ' s  r e v i e w  o f  T h u n d e r h e a d  i n  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  T i m e s  ( O c t .  1 0 ,  1 9 4 3 ) .  
6
G .  G .  B a t e s '  r e v i e w  o f  T h u n d e r h e a d  i n  t h e  S a t u r d a y  R e v i e w  o f  L i t e r a t u r e ,  2 6 :  2 1  ( O c t .  9 ,  1 9 4 3 ) .  
